The contemporary multicultural picture book is an essential tool used to enrich curriculum in classrooms across the United States. As teachers expose their students to the story, the text becomes the catalyst to perceiving the literature as a mirror into their own culture, a window or a sliding door into other cultures. All of these perspectives are needed to educate students in our multicultural society. The purpose of this study is to provoke thought in teachers before they select contemporary multicultural pictures books to enrich their classrooms. This choice should not be based only on their thoughts about the cover, title or illustrations; but teachers should also consider the impact the main character's agency can have on their students' cultural perceptions of themselves and others. This article reflects the learning from the study through the eyes of the educator (doctoral student) and her professor.
Introduction
Each year classrooms embrace students from different races, religions, and regions from around the world. Valuing their cultures, and personalities, is something that educators teach, model, and practice in their classrooms; but it is not always reflected in the literature that we bring to share with the students. Some books show main characters from different cultures as heroes, those that can solve their own problems; while others show them as victims, those who need help solving their own problems. "When children cannot find themselves reflected in the books they read, or when the images they see are distorted, negative, or laughable, they learn a powerful lesson about how they are devalued in the society of which they are a part. Our classrooms need to be a place where all the children from all the cultures that make up the salad bowl of American society can find their mirrors [17] ."
As a secondary educator, I (Torri) have always had an affinity for good books. I have effectively been able to connect with my adolescent students through the use of a relatable story, with all of the story elements, text styles, and perspectives mandated by our curriculum to cover during the school year. However, it was in a recent graduate class that I realized multicultural picture books can provide much more than responses to "right there" questions for students, they can also provide an avenue to encourage a more encompassing view of culture and society; one in which they are accepted and encouraged to thrive without losing their own cultural identity.
Through my graduate course, I was challenged to use another perspective to consider when evaluating texts for my classroom, a pluralistic view. Torri spoke to her professor, Tami, who was eager to discuss the different perspectives teachers use when sharing adolescent and children's literature in their classrooms. In this class, many of the books focused on different cultures rather than those traditionally used in the classroom, including Refugee (Gratz, 2018), The 57 Bus (Slater, 2018), and Long Way Down (Reynolds, 2018) .
The text that the teacher choses to expose their students to become the lenses in which the students will perceive various people, and cultures, in their daily lives. In Dallas Fort Worth metroplex, 44% of the population is made up of New Americans. In addition to the large number of new people, there are 239 languages spoken in the DFW area (DFW Alliance, 2014). Dallas is one of the most populated areas in the state, the 2 nd largest state in the nation. According to the 2010 census, Hispanic people make up 37.6% of the population in Texas with a great possibility of growing to a percentage higher than the majority by 2020 [3] . These numbers can't be ignored.
The purpose of this study is to bring awareness to teachers on how multicultural picture books represent people of various cultures; and to provoke thought for the selection of the book before using them as instructional tools to enrich the curriculum in their classrooms.
Research Questions
In order to address my topic and provide direction to this study, it is important to generate research questions. What follows is the main question and several sub-questions that were produced to drive the study. Main Question: How does the perception of the main character influence the teacher's choice in using multicultural picture books as teaching tools to enrich their classroom with multicultural education? Sub-questions:
1. How does the teacher define multiculturalism? 2. Does the front cover of the contemporary multicultural picture book entice teacher use? 3. What is the teacher's perception of how contemporary multicultural picture books portray their main characters? as heroes, an individual who can solve their own problem, or a victim, one who needs someone else to solve their problem?
Research Design
In this study, the researcher (Torri) analyzed contemporary multicultural picture books, and evaluated the status of the main character based on their ability to resolve the conflict of the story on their own (hero) or with the help of someone else (victim). In each book chosen to for the study, the main character is a pre-teen, of non-American/Anglo-Saxon culture, and the picture book was published in 2000 or later, making it contemporary.
To help in the constant comparative method of data analysis, Torri used open coding to evaluate the status of the main character based on their ability to resolve the conflict of the story on their own (hero) or with the help of someone else (victim). [7] The codes included: the book cover, agency of the main character, and cultural background; along with the participant's definition of multiculturalism. From these codes, the themes that emerged and served as an impetus for our response included various cultures, reflection, added value and participation. Leading to an early conclusion that the readers of the text must take an active approach in the process of understanding the main character's agency as the story reveals the resolution, not passive.
As a teacher who had been a part of this district since 2006, I have worked with many individuals teaching grades 5-8; those individuals were asked to help me in my quest for knowledge, and eagerly obliged. However, it wasn't enough to know their thoughts, I had to compare them to mine.
Teachers were asked to complete a survey after choosing two multicultural picture books based on the cover, title and illustrations. Then, they interacted with the text and recorded their responses on the survey. This process was completed in a familiar environment in which the teachers are used to working, Professional Learning Community room, during their conference period, planning time or afterschool. The teachers took approximately 20 -30 minutes to complete the task. There were no more than five teachers completing the task at time. Some shared books and discussed what they thought about the book, or how they could use it in their classes while they completed the survey. I gave directions, facilitated the process and observed the educators as they interacted with their chosen multicultural picture books and completed the survey.
Review of the Professional Literature
"Carefully chosen books give children opportunities to see aspects of their own identities reflected back to them, as well as opportunities to explore the lives and experiences of people and places distinctly different from their own." [1] Well-known scholars with multicultural backgrounds from around the globe, like W.E.B. DuBois, Donaldo Macedo and Paulo Freire, have spread the word about the importance of the curriculum reflecting the point of view of the learner. There are many diverse points of view representing learners in today's classrooms. Knowing how to use your point of view, and those of others around you, give you a pluralistic view. Helping the learner to not only understand themselves, but their peers.
Julia Lopez-Robertson and Mary Jade Haney wrote an article citing the work of Dr. Rudine S. Bishop stating, "…to use multicultural literature as a powerful pedagogical tool to provide children experiences with literature that serves as mirrors, windows and sliding doors." [10] The symbolic meaning is one that refers to how the reader relates to the literature; the mirror reflects their lives, the window gives them a view into the lives of others and the sliding door is an opening, allowing the reader to learn about others. Multicultural picture books are essential learning tools in classrooms; but they must be carefully chosen to be a mirror, a window, or a sliding door to inform students about various cultures in a positive way.
It is important to begin with a teacher's definition of multiculturalism. When you know how a teacher defines this aspect of education, you understand how they will approach teaching, or using multicultural literature as a teaching tool in their classroom. In an interview published online by NEA Today, conducted by Michelle Tucker, Dr. James Banks, an author and advocate of multicultural education, stated, "…in the minds of many science and math teachers, multicultural education was simply content integration. So I developed the 'five dimensions of multicultural education' to help educators see that content integration say, putting content about Mexican Americans or African Americans in the curriculumis important, but that it's only the first dimension of multicultural education, and that multicultural education has at least five dimensions." [15] With this information, it is vital to understand the teacher's knowledge base of multicultural education to observe how and what they will use to teach it.
Dr. Banks shares five dimensions of multicultural education: (1) content integrationadding information to the curriculum that showcase, or represents, individuals from various cultures; (2) knowledge constructionhelping students read critically through the information present to build their knowledge base;
(3) equity pedagogyuse instructional strategies so that all students, regardless of their cultural backgrounds or gender, can understand and access the information the teacher is presenting; (4) prejudice reductionhelping to learn about other cultures to decrease their negative, stereotypical, thoughts about certain groups; and (5) empowering school culture and social structurethe whole school looks at their practices, and interactions, with different groups of students and make sure that it cultivates an atmosphere of empowerment.
In this research, equity pedagogy is synonymous to culturally relevant pedagogy, which looks different in every classroom based on the students. Teachers must be aware of the students in their classrooms in order to teach them in the most effective way. Gloria Ladson-Billings [9] coined the terminology culturally relevant pedagogy from her research on teachers of African American students. She followed highly qualified teachers, who all had different teaching styles. Nevertheless, the African American students were more successful in each of these situations. She determined that there are three major domains of the student's work: academic success, cultural competence, and sociopolitical consciousness. Academic success was the amount of intellectual growth that was experienced by students. Cultural competence refers to the ability to appreciate their cultures while able to gain knowledge of another culture. Sociopolitical consciousness is the ability to take learning out of the classroom and consider their out of school contexts to solve real world problems. [9] Ladson-Billings work has been sited and extended by other researchers. While she worries that some her content has lost its rigor and has become main streamed, it is still essential to understand the foundation [10] .
The use of picture books is a valuable way to bring culturally relevant pedagogy to the classroom. However, the books must provide some form of cultural competence. [10] , [4] , [14] One positive way to do this, is to make sure the main character in the book is a hero. A character that is proud of his or her culture, and is able to work independently to solve their own problems.
Picture books are a valuable resource used in many classrooms as mentor texts and entry points into showcasing various cultures. However, when picture books are multicultural, they are a valuable tool which "helps children to identify with their own culture, exposes children to other cultures, and opens dialogue on issues regarding diversity." [5] They show language being used in a variety of ways, in addition to breaking down cultural barriers that may be present among the students from various regions of the world. As teachers present contemporary multicultural picture books in their classrooms, it is vital to have resources available that show multicultural children in a positive light solving their own problems to be the mirror, window and sliding door to new understandings about culture; their own and others.
As teachers look for reading materials for classroom instruction, they must look for stories that reflect the students in their classroom; stories that keep and spark their students' interests; all while trying to find material that the students see as relevant, so that they can make connections easily with the text. This is not an easy task. Teachers have students on different reading levels and some learning a different language. In these situations, it is imperative that students are able to read literature portraying multicultural characters in a positive manner, being successful; because they are trying to be successful too. Glazier and Seo quoted Galda's Literature-based instruction: Reshaping the curriculum saying, "The use of multicultural literature coupled with dialogic instruction within a safe classroom contextcan provide students with both a window to other cultures and a mirror reflecting their own [8] ."
Another important aspect of using multicultural literature in the classroom is knowing its purpose and how we are to achieve the goal of using it as a mirror, a window or a sliding door. Dr. W. Nikola-Lisa, author of multicultural children's books, states, "…it is the belief that we must first recognize our differences, and indeed celebrate then, but ultimately we must transcend them as wellthough without sacrificing our own personal and cultural sense of identity. It is in the act of transcendence, of finding a new, even higher level of synthesis, that our future as a multiethnic, multiracial nation lies -but we have a long way to go." [6] He agrees with Dr. Banks, that the education of our students lie in understanding and using that new knowledge to remove the barriers. That's what using multicultural literature in the classroom is all about. Allowing students to see the greatness in all of us, regardless of what we look like and where we come from; and then using that knowledge to improve our way of life.
In addition to that, teachers must be aware of their own teaching styles and biases. As an educator we set out with good intentions when adding multicultural literature to our curriculum. However, "…there is more to being a multicultural educator than using the 'right' curriculum. Being a critical, multicultural educator is as much a philosophy and way of life as it is implementation of quality instruction." [16] You have to create a learning environment that is free from adverse consequences; one that is welcoming and breeds a culture of respect and communication. In Going beyond the Book, Page states the importance of building relationships with our students, being intentional about your actions to establish trust, getting to know your students and allowing them to know you. The classroom becomes another family relationship, between teacher and student, not necessarily friendship. She also states the importance of being an advocate for your students and genuinely telling them the truth about hard topics; but most of all, have fun and enjoy your time together.
Data Collection and Analysis
I began using this pluralistic view when looking for picture books to use to model different skills with my students. I wanted the books to be easy to understand, short in length, with beautiful illustrations, but still able to relate to an adolescent student. I felt it was very important to have books with characters that reflected the students in my ESL classroom. When helping my students acquire the English language I knew they needed books with easy to understand language, illustrations that would help them understand the author's message, when the words were too difficult to comprehend. The students in my classroom were from various countries in Africa, South America and Asia; Ghana, Mexico, Puerto Rico, Honduras, El Salvador, Vietnam, and the Philippines were a few countries represented. With a classroom rich with culture, I wanted my students to see themselves reflected in the stories. To see someone their age overcoming an obstacle, despite a situation that was out of their control.
I spoke with other educators (teachers and librarians), and they were ready and willing to assistance in this research. I received lists of books, and I started researching. I wanted contemporary books, published in 2000 or later, the main characters had to be pre-teen or older, so my students could relate, and of course, multiethnicities. I ordered the books, and was really excited when I could finally put my hands on the crisp pages and truly enjoy the feel and vibrant colors showcased in them. This need in my classroom, and inquiry project for class, became the catalyst for this action research.
I ordered books of various reading levels, but paid more attention to the books I wanted to use as instructional tools. There were five picture books that caught my attention because of the beautiful illustrations, titles, and the way the main characters reflected the students in my classroom: I began with A Thirst for Home. This book grabbed my attention because I saw a little girl on the cover who looked like me. I empathized with her because of the title. I understand that water is essential to life, and thirsting for it…was unknown to me. I truly enjoyed the play on words. As I read the story I was enticed by the beautiful colors in the illustrations to continue reading the story. But, by the end of the story, I was mad because the little girl, Alemitu, needed someone else to help her solve her problem. I wondered, will I always need someone to help me, or can I solve my own problems and help others in the process.
I realized that to understand this issue, I had to ask the right questions. But the questions had to include what I saw, the meaning I created while reading, and how the story made me feel.
In order to address the sub-questions of the study, it is important to identify the data required to answer the questions, ways the data will be analyzed, and how the findings will be presented. I analyzed the teachers' responses to being a hero or victim, and then summarized the results of the survey (see Table 1 ). In this section, data collection and analysis procedures are presented for each sub-question. This question was answered by collecting information from the participants directly through a survey item. Participants were asked to write their definition of multiculturalism, after they provided demographic information, and before they interacted with their chosen multicultural picture books. This provided insight into how the teacher views multiculturalism. The researcher collected all data and synthesized their written words into one definition.
Only four of the six participants provided their definition of multiculturalism on the survey. All of the responses included "variety of cultures", or "more than one culture", however their intents were all different. When asked why a definition was not provided, the two participants stated they couldn't find the right words to explain what they were thinking at the time.
I looked at the verbs, and other words, used to describe what would be done with the multiple cultures; and the participants reported: reflection, exposure and familiarity, added value and participation. I agreed with the collected definition of all the participants, because it reflected my own thinking and that of Dr. Banks. I believe multiculturalism is the ability to add value to your life by learning from other cultures through exposure, participation in cultural traditions/rituals, and then reflecting on those experiences to enhance your own way of living.
Does the front cover of the multicultural picture book entice teacher use?
This question was answered by collecting information from the participants directly through the survey item; it stated, "Based on the cover of the book, would you use it to teach a lesson on multiculturalism? Please explain why." The participants have reported their definition of multiculturalism, but have not interacted with the text. First, the participants chose two, out five books, and then used them to complete the rest of the survey. They had only seen the cover of the books, and many of the participants stated that they had never seen or heard of these books before. I am definitely enticed by pictures. I have always enjoyed the different hues, resolution, or saturation of colors. When someone else presents a visual to me from their perspective, an illustrator, I always try to put myself in their shoes and question why they chose to present the object in that manner. I felt as if the teachers did the same thing. Their insights and the discourse that evolved from only looking at the cover, validated the value of the book's title and illustrations on the cover. It was the cover that made the teacher pick the book up, but only if it reflected an experience they had in life.
The 
Other n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a Survivor n/a n/a Use to teach lesson
Based on the cover of the books presented, Adrift at Sea: A Vietnamese boy's story of survival was chosen most frequently by the participants (1, 2, 3 & 6) , four out of twelve times; and one participant would not have used it as a teaching tool. The participant (1) stated that the cover didn't seem to represent a specific culture, just an idea of being lost at sea. They also stated that it would need supporting texts to help students relate to it, like currents events (people trying to cross the border in Texas). Based on this comment alone, there is a correlation with Dr. Bank's five dimensions (content integration & knowledge construction).
The next book chosen based on its cover frequently was A Thirst for Home: A story of water across the world was chosen three (participants 2, 4, & 5) out of twelve times. One participant (4), based on the cover, would not use it to teach with because it only presented one culture. However, the participant did state that after reading the text, they would use it because it showed similarities and differences between two cultures.
Two books, Mama's Nightingale: A Story of Immigration and Separation and Stepping stones: A refugee family's story were chosen twice (participants 4 & 1; 5 & 3) out of twelve, and both participants would use this text as a teaching tool for multicultural education based on the cover and the content.
One book, A Song for Cambodia, was chosen once based on its cover. The participant (6) stated they had hoped for a poem or song that could be incorporated into the lesson. No other information was provided.
3. What is the teacher's perception of how contemporary multicultural picture books portray their main characters? as heroes, an individual who can solve their own problem, or a victim, one who needs someone else to solve their problem? This question was answered by collecting information from the participant directly through a survey item. The participant read the book and then provided their response to, "…tell me if the main character is a hero (solves their own problem) or a victim (needs help solving their problem). Explain why you think this way."
The participants perceived the main characters in the picture books seven out of twelve times as a hero; all of them responded by discussing how the main character overcame a struggle or the circumstances they were put in. Three times the teachers perceived the main character as a victim, reporting things just kept happening to them that were beyond their control; they couldn't act to overcome the struggle themselves, but needed someone else to help them. One participant stated the main character was both (a victim and a hero) in Adrift At Sea: A Vietnamese boy's story of survival; the participant gave evidence from the story to explain their thinking (put in a camp against his will and being help by supporting his fellow kids). Another participant suggested a new category, survivor, for the main character in A Thirst for Home: A story of water across the world, stating there is no agency (Eva does what she is told. If there is a hero, it is her Emaye. She made a brave sacrifice).
Discussions
In comparison with Dr. Bank's Five Dimensions of Multicultural Education, all of the participants together would have fulfilled his dimensions. This demonstrates the power of interconnectedness in education. Alone, one participant understood implementing one dimension, but together they all covered the true meaning of implementing multicultural education.
When observing the participants fill out their survey and interact with the picture books, different conversations were sparked about the text and how they could use them in their classrooms. The participants engaged in discourse about the different learning standards the texts aligned with and how they could help the students write about different topics; using the texts as springboards into an expository writing assignment about overcoming obstacles. This observation lead to the conclusion that teachers need time to have discourse and plan together, so that they are able to share ideas and provide their students with the whole experience of multicultural education, not just one dimension.
Many of the participants reported that the illustrations, had "beautiful colors and depictions of culture", along with the titles, and word choice, drew them to the book. However, one participant pointed out "the symbolism was ever present on the cover"; while two others thought it related to the current events and could be a catalyst for conversation in their classrooms. These participants were seeking to create an environment with open conversation and help students think critically about things that are relevant to them. Again, implementing Dr. Bank's Five Dimensions of Multicultural Education, and enriching the educational journey of our students.
Many of the participants expressed interest in using the books in their classrooms as a catalyst for writing assignments. Other suggestions would be to use as a catalyst for student-led community service projects, or a research problem allowing the students to inquire about the time period in which each story occurred. Having contemporary multicultural literature on campuses can lead to culturally relevant and enriched learning experiences in the classroom.
This study was conducted during the school day and after school when most teachers are stressed for time. More information could have been gathered in a focus group after completing the survey, to gain insight through discourse, and to share more ideas that could enrich these classrooms with multicultural education.
Reflections

Torri's Reflection
As I read each book, I tried to put myself in the main character's shoes, expressing empathy, even if I had never gone through what the story told me. However, I understood what it was like to struggle, or to overcome situations that were out of my control because of life experiences and simple history lessons from school. After reading all five books, I learned that it is very important to understand the historical and cultural setting before I made a judgement about the main character's agency as the story reveals its resolution. And that is an essential learning standard in Texas for reading.
Finding contemporary multicultural picture books that represent youth and adolescents was not an easy task. Many books being published are for younger people, and many are not a true reflection of our population. We need more books that represent students in our classrooms. More literature that allows them to see themselves as successful humans embracing their culture, while trying to understand other, and thrive together. Learning about other cultures isn't about devaluing others to put yourself on top. It's about embracing our differences and learning how we are similar. This is why we learn history from around the world. This is why we embrace the knowledge from mathematicians and scientists from around the world. This is why we want to help our students become global citizens, so that all may survive. Not just me, but we.
After completing this research, I will definitely continue to look for contemporary multicultural picture books that show the main characters as heroes, exposing my students, and others, to the rich cultural perspectives through literature. But I many even write a book and add to the list myself.
Additional Books with Multicultural Heroes
Yo Soy Muslim: A Father's Letter to his Daughter
By Mark Gonzalas Mehrdokht Amini (Illustrator) A Muslim and Latino poet Mark Gonzales has a touching lyrical poem to his daughter helping her to find the joy in life.
Garvey's Choice
By Nikki Grimes Not a picture book, but a short collection of poems about this one character, Garvey. Despite many challenges (overweight, middle school, wants father's attention though he isn't an athlete) he is considered the hero once he comes into himself.
Ada's Violin: The Story of the Recycled Orchestra of Paraguay By Susan Hood While the main character is the teacher, band director, the students are all middle school children who learn to play music using recycled materials. They had to work together as a community to make this band happen.
Last Stop on Market Street
By Matt De La Pena About a young African American boy name CJ who learns to appreciate the everyday things when he is on a bus ride with his grandmother.
Stormy Seas: Stories of Young Boat Refugees
By Mary Beth Leatherdale Actual stories from young refugees from different times.
Conclusions
Words and pictures are powerful tools in gaining someone's attention. This is true for a book, but it is also true for multicultural education. When teachers looked at the cover of the books, it made them feel a certain way, it provoked thought, connected them to current events; it opened a window into a new thought process that was not there before. And once the teacher opened the book and read the pages, a new understanding of how to teach the lesson begin to form. Then the teacher decided if that book would open a door for their students?
What door shall I open? How do I get my students to think about this topic, and decide on their own a new way to approach this person, this culture? The way a character is portrayed in a book influences how the teacher gives instruction and the learning that will come from it. Whether the main character is seen as a victim or a hero changes the learning objective, not the use of the tool. However, it does impact the learning environment and how students feel. These are things the teacher must keep in mind when choosing tools to enrich their classrooms with multicultural education.
